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Thanks be to God. I am the arch bishop of Nebraska.
(Applause-laughter) There is no other bishop there so I can
call myself that.
But you’ll no tice as you look at my col leagues up on the
plat form that all the clergy shirts are gone. They’re at the
laun dry. There’s a song by Willie Nel son, “Sunday Morn ing
Com ing Down,” has a line in it that some of you know and
prob a bly have ex pe ri enced this week. If not yet, maybe tomorrow, where he says, “sometimes you go and find the
clean est dirty shirt to put on.” So I’m wear ing my shirt again
today.
I praise God, I thank God, for the priv i lege of be ing a
part of the wor ship ser vice this morn ing and thank all of you
who have been prom is ing to pray and hold me up to God in
prayer for this hour.
Bue nos días.
Bue nos días.
Good morn ing.
Good morn ing.
Bon día.
Bon día.
Anyo haseyo.
Anyo haseyo.
Guten morgen
Guten morgen.
Abari asebui.
Abari asebui.
Ina kuana.
Ina kuana.
Holy tee chuk mu.
Holy tee chuk mu.
Dubroi dutro.
Dubroi dutro.
The morn ing greet ing was spo ken in Span ish and English, Por tu guese and Ko rean, Ger man and Swa hili, Choc taw
and Rus sia. With vary ing de grees of ad e quacy in pro nun ci ation, to be sure. But think for a mo ment with me this morning, about the lands and the people, the cultures and the
histories represented by the persons who speak those lan guages among us this week. Have you caught your self this
week in leg is la tive com mit tee or in the hall ways or here on
the floor us ing the word “we?” Who is we? Some of our
speakers from time to time have made references, in the
course of the week, that presupposed that we are a U.S.

church rather than who we are—a global com mu nity of faith
with nearly global representation but certainly a com mitment to global mis sion and a vi sion of all of God’s peo ple as
we seek to be faith ful to Je sus Christ.
Dr. Justo González re minds us in one of his books that,
while it is true that the na tions need the gos pel, it is also true
that the gos pel needs the na tions. González makes the point
that the full ness, the cath o lic ity of the gos pel is made man ifest only as it is ex pressed and shared by all of God’s peo ple,
in all of God’s cul tures through out the earth.
Charles Wes ley, one of those who taught us to sing and
challenged us to sing God’s grace, longed to have many
tongues to sing the great Re deemer’s praise. So he wrote,
“Oh for a thousand tongues to sing my great Redeemer’s
praise, the glo ries of my God and King, the tri umphs of his
grace!” No hymn of the Wesleyan move ment sum ma rizes
better the joyful, grateful spirit which inspires bound ary-cross ing min is try, bor der tran scend ing mis sion, among
United Meth od ists to this very day. And it is as we have been
faith ful to the great com mis sion and its re-state ment in the
18th cen tury by John Wes ley, “the world is my par ish,” that
we have been blessed by the sing ing of the theme of grace in
more and more languages throughout the world. Dr.
González’ as ser tion that the gos pel in the na tions, about the
gos pel and the na tions, ech oes the ear li est strug gles in the
church and it’s re flected in its pri mary doc u ment such as the
let ter to the Ephe sians.
Ephe sians is in some ways is one of the ear li est commen tar ies about the the ol ogy in the church. We might see it
as a sum mary of Pau line the ol ogy dat ing to that last de cade
of the first cen tury. The par tic u lar read ing from chap ter 2 this
morn ing, which was shared with you—there are two im portant af fir ma tions that are at the cen ter of the early church’s
strug gle. First, you do not have to be come a Jew to be come a
Chris tian be cause some thing so new and rad i cal is hap pening in Je sus Christ that the pre vi ous cat e go ries and bar ri ers
no lon ger de fine the fu ture. But also, that you, the church, we
to gether, are noth ing less than the dwell ing, the liv ing tem ple
of God’s pres ence in the world.
Earlier in the letter in Ephesians, especially the first
chapter, the emphasis is on the individual and the cosmic
dimensions of Christ’s mission, but now, in the second
chapter, the focus is on the social community. It centers on
the community called church and on its mission and ministry
to the nations, to Gentiles. It uses social-political categories
like citizens and aliens and strangers and commonwealth and
members of the household. But, more importantly, it
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underscores the theme of covenant as the underlying central
idea, which explains Israel and explains us. Ephesians’
theology of the power of Christ that unites all things in
heaven and on the earth is a theology of grace, unbounded
grace, universal grace that reaches the whole cosmos that is
at work everywhere, everywhere.
Be gin ning with chap ter two, the grace of God in Je sus
Christ is de scribed by the writer to the Ephe sians with the
power to unite, to bring to gether peo ple in com mu nity, both
Jew and Gen tile, be cause both Jew and Gen tile, both slave
and free, both women and men—in all the cat e go ries you can
imagine—all needed Jesus Christ equally. Both Jew and
Gen tile have been blessed by the same Spirit. And, the writer
says, those near and those dis tant from the tra di tion of Abraham and Mo ses and Sa rah and Mir iam have been rec on ciled,
brought to gether in one body, the body of our Lord Je sus
Christ.
Our theme of General Conference this year has been
“We Who Are Many Are One Body.” My col leagues pre vious to this morning have been lifting up the call to unity
among us. They have re minded us that while we cel e brate
our diversity, we are called to affirm our unity in Jesus
Christ. They have urged us not to de spair in our dif fer ences
but to em brace them and grow stron ger and more uni fied, not
by in sist ing on uni for mity, but through the of fer ing of our diverse gifts to the ser vice of the one Lord who has gifted us
through the one Spirit and marked us through the one baptism. Our di verse gifts do en hance and en rich and deepen our
un der stand ing—but also our prac tice—of the gos pel. They
do not di min ish it or threaten it, my sis ters and broth ers. Is
there any per son from whom you have noth ing to learn? Is
there any per son from whom you have no gift to re ceive?
Any group? Any na tion? Any race? Any cul ture?
Dr. James Cone has written and spoken eloquently
about the strug gles of Af ri can-Amer i can peo ple. He has offered powerful theo log i cal in sights from the re-read ing of
the gos pel from the Black ex pe ri ence. Nearly 15 years ago he
wrote of the chal lenge fac ing peo ple of color in com ing to the
ta ble of trust and di a logue, and I quote: “In our ef forts to accent our par tic u lar i ties, we must be care ful not to limit God to
them or to re main en closed in them our selves” (James H.
Cone, For My Peo ple, NY; Orbis, 1984).
Cone reminds us that as sert ing our unique giftedness
should not blind us to the va ri ety of God’s gifts in oth ers, espe cially in those most vic tim ized by rac ism and ex clu sion.
We are not whole with out the gifts of all!
Let me put it an other way: Does Mother Teresa of Calcutta belong only to the European culture where she was
born or the Roman Catholic tradition where she was nur tured? Does she not be long to all of us? Do not many of you
here claim her as your spir i tual guide? Mar tin Lu ther King
Jr., does he speak only to the Af ri can-Amer i can peo ple and
out of the Black Bap tist tra di tion? Does he not teach us all?
Does he not belong to the whole of God’s people? Oscar
Romero, does he be long to the Cen tral Amer i can peo ple and
the Ro man Cath o lic tra di tion? Of course! He’s rooted there,
but he also be longs to the whole Chris tian fam ily. Why do we
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claim peo ple like those and oth ers, who are very dif fer ent
from us in ex pe ri ence and race and lo ca tion? Is it only because they cross political borders or because they travel
widely or wrote many books? Not re ally. They spent most of
their min is try in par tic u lar set tings, ad dress ing spe cific challenges in the places where they were set. But it was rather the
depth of their love and the breadth of their vi sion that broke
through the lan guage and the cul ture and the ra cial bar ri ers
and draws us to them as broth ers and sis ters whom we love
and re spect and learn from. It was their faith ful ness in the
place where they were set to the bap tis mal cov e nant—the
one bap tism—that made them bound ary-cross ing saints in
min is try way be yond their time and space. If bap tism is our
commissioning into mission, then it is by implication the
glob al iz ing sac ra ment. It makes us sis ter and brother to the
whole fam ily of God. You see, there are lo cal gath er ings of
Chris tians, but no lo cal Chris tians. Teresa, and Mar tin, and
Os car—all un der stood and lived this out in their life. They
showed us the way to larger worlds; their lives chal lenged us
out of iso la tion into en coun ters be yond the walls and bar ri ers
that seem some times so im pen e tra ble and so lim it ing.
Over the last five years I have worked to sup port Encoun ter with Christ in Latin Amer i can and the Ca rib bean.
This is an ini tia tive to join hands with our broth ers and sis ters
in the Latin Amer i can church in seiz ing mis sion op por tu nities for wit ness ing to Je sus Christ from the Mex i can bor der
to Tierra del Fuego, from Chile to the is lands of the Ca ribbean. I have sought to raise fund ing, and I’ve tried to be present and tried to be en cour ag ing of the ini tia tive. But what
have I received? Part of the gifts shared with me-among
many gifts-one: the re cur ring sto ries of the faith ful and coura geous wit ness of the church when dic ta tor ships of the right
or the left have sought to si lence the voices of those who defend hu man rights. The church of the Meth od ist fam ily in
Latin Amer ica and the Ca rib bean has re fused to be si lent and
has risked its life for the poor and the In dian and the Black
and the street chil dren and the no bod ies of that con ti nent, and
we need to love and ap pre ci ate that church.
What gifts of God, not in dol lars, but in grace or hours,
when we dare to ven ture be yond the bound ary!
Joan Puls, in her book Ev ery Bush Is Burning, re flects
insightfully about her own personal ex pe ri ence of boundary-cross ing when she writes, and I quote, “Those who love
cross boundaries and histories, heritages and careers. We
live lim ited lives un til we cross over into the con crete world
of an other coun try, an other cul ture, an other tra di tion of worship. His tory co mes alive and what is for eign be comes fa miliar. Un der stand ing and ap pre ci a tion grow. I have left for ever
a small world to live with the ten sions and ten der mer cies of
God’s larger fam ily.”
Is not this what conferencing in Cleve land this week and
last has been about? Have we not been ex pe ri enc ing both the
ten der mer cies and the ten sions of God’s large and di verse
family?
The tender assurance that we’re in one another’s
prayers?
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The tension of multiple and competing vi sions for a
global church?
The mercy of an af fec tion ate hand shake and hug by new
friends from dis tant places?
The tensions of principled debate where discernment
does not al ways lead to con sen sus but to vot ing and to perceived win ners and per ceived los ers?
The mercy of the hope ful en thu si asm of youth who see
visions and the reassuring witness of elders who have
dreamed dreams and are still dream ing them among us?
We are God’s fam ily, called to en coun ter, in vited beyond the familiar and the known to participate fully—as
Ephe sians would ex press it—as cit i zens, no lon ger as aliens;
as mem bers of the one cov e nant fam ily, no lon ger as strangers.
Ephe sians fur ther af firms in that sec ond chap ter that all
so cial/po lit i cal/ra cial/cul tural cat e go ries are relativized forever by the cat e gory of cov e nant. Cov e nant. Im pli ca tions for
us? Skin color and racial cat e gory do not di min ish or enhance our sa cred worth. God’s cre ative act does. Green cards
and vi sas and pass ports do not con fer or deny hu man dig nity.
God does that. Nei ther does gen der; nei ther does sex ual orien ta tion, nor phys i cally or men tally chal leng ing con di tions.
Folks, broth ers and sis ters, United Meth od ists from around
the world, we are part of one diaspora, originating in the
Gar den of Eden, if you will, or orig i nat ing in South ern Af rica
from one sin gle fe male. As you will, we are one fam ily. Una,
una fa milia.
The gos pel calls us to large com mit ments. It chal lenges
every small attachment by enlarging the boundary of our
com mu nity un til it in cludes ev ery sin gle one of God’s children. I am here to day be cause some body, some body, loved
the prom ises of the gos pel more than their se cure and comfort able cir cum stances. Some body had to cross a bound ary
in history to reach my maternal grandmother in northern
Mex ico in the late 1870s. The fam ily em braced the gos pel
preached by the Meth od ists. She was bap tized and by and by
immigrated to the United States at the turn of the century.
She would later marry into the Ro man Cath o lic tra di tion of
her hus band, bap tize all her chil dren in that tra di tion, and live
the life of a share crop per’s wife in south cen tral Texas. But
she returned to the Methodist fold of her child hood three
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years be fore her death, just in time for my mother--one of her
two children who joined her, at La Trinidad, Iglesia
Metodista en Seguín, in mem ber ship. And two years later the
bap tis mal wa ters were sprin kled over me as she had re ceived
so many years before, across the border and beyond the
boundary.
My grand mother was born poor. She was an im mi grant
in a land dom i nated by an other cul ture, an other lan guage,
and dif fer ent ways of life. She had to sur vive in the midst of
cir cum stances slightly above in den tured ser vi tude. She lived
out her hopes and her dreams in the midst of pov erty and racism and exile from the home of her child hood. But in the
midst of all of that, the church of Je sus Christ con tin ued to offer the gos pel of grace, the gos pel that we preach about and
teach about, and we read about this morn ing. And she was
taught the songs of the faith, and we learned them, and she
had the sup port of a com mu nity, in a lan guage and a con text
and a style that af firmed who she was. She did n’t have to become any body else. She was fully a mem ber of the body of
Je sus Christ. She was sus tained on the jour ney. So I cel e brate
this church, my grandmother’s church. She loved this
church, and she sang some of its hymns to me dur ing the first
11 months of my life be fore she died. She never went to annual con fer ence. She never voted to elect bish ops at ju ris dictional conference. She never sat where you sit. But she
be lieved in Je sus Christ, the power of Christ to re deem and
unite and bring life anew. She was blessed by the church.
But the church was also blessed by my grandmother.
She gave this church gifts, just like you have gifts to of fer. Se
gave this church the ca pac ity to weep and laugh with poor
peo ple. She chal lenged it to speak in new lan guages and accents. She shared with it the re al ity of cul tural ways and values that were different--not superior or inferior--but
dif fer ent from those of the ma jor ity. My grand mother was
one of the Gentiles.
So this morn ing, I say, Thank you, Paul. Thank you, ed itor of the Ephesian let ter. Thank you, saints of all the ages
who pre served the let ter to the Ephe sians. Thank you, United
Meth od ists, for be ing will ing to live in larger boxes—one of
our speak ers al luded to early in this Gen eral Con fer ence—to
hold larger visions, and to dare to journey across all the
bound aries and to ward the wider ho ri zon of the reign of God.
Amen.

